Clinical Implications
• Aboriginal university students may experience high levels of racial discrimination over their life course.
• The frequency and unpredictability of racial discrimination may have adverse psychological effects for Aboriginal university students.
• Aboriginal university students who participate in their culture may experience more frequent racial discrimination than those who do not.
Limitations
• The study design was cross-sectional.
• A small convenience sample was used.
• The sample size precluded analysis by Aboriginal group (for example, First Nation, Inuit, or Métis).
R acial discrimination is an established life course social determinant of health. Prospective studies have linked discrimination to an array of health outcomes, including the incidence of substance use disorders and other forms of mental illness, breast cancer, uterine myomas, obesity, and coronary artery calcification. [1] [2] [3] [4] The impetus for much of this research has been the drive to explain the large and persistent racial health disparities observed in the United States. A growing number of researchers now attribute the health disparities experienced by African Americans to social stressors, most prominently the experience of racial discrimination. 1, [5] [6] [7] [8] [9] Research with Indigenous Australians is beginning to uncover similar trends. [10] [11] [12] In Canada, the degree to which racial discrimination may similarly account for the disproportionate burden of mental and physical health disparities observed among Aboriginal people has received little attention in the scientific literature. The dearth of Canadian research in this area is surprising given traditional risk factors, such as income, education, employment, and lifestyle choices, do not adequately account for observed Aboriginal health inequities. 13 Other avenues of inquiry are needed if we are to develop a more comprehensive picture of the mechanisms that underlie these disparities and to make informed decisions to reduce them.
The Aboriginal population in Canada now surpasses 1 million and is rapidly urbanizing, resulting in increased contact between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people. 14 Current evidence suggests about 625 000 Aboriginal people live in Canadian cities. 15 Historical efforts to keep Aboriginal people out of urban areas, such as the creation of reserves and efforts unique to the Prairies, such as the pass system, which confined First Nations people to reserves and required them to get a pass from an Indian agent to leave, have helped reinforce the view that cities are modern spaces reserved for settler societies and the immigrant groups they select to live there. 16, 17 Aboriginal people have been considered out of place in urban areas, particularly those who have not relinquished their culture. 18 Although these assumptions are being challenged by the growing demographic and cultural presence of Aboriginal people in urban areas, emerging research suggests that if there is a single urban Aboriginal experience it is the shared perception that they are negatively stereotyped. 19 A 2009 study 19 of 11 Canadian cities found 7 in 10 Aboriginal adults had been teased or insulted because of their ethnic background, and more than one-third did not feel accepted by non-Aboriginal people. The study also polled urban non-Aboriginal residents and found many viewed relations with the Aboriginal population in their city as both negative and not improving. Non-Aboriginal residents in Edmonton were the most pessimistic about this relationship, with 62% viewing it as negative and 79% viewed it as not improving. 19 Edmonton is home to the second-largest Aboriginal population in Canada, making relations between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people in this city important at both a local and a national level. The city's Aboriginal community has asked for greater learning and sharing between themselves and other willing partners. 20 This study organized an Aboriginal Advisory Committee made up of key members of the Edmonton Aboriginal community to work collaboratively with researchers to set research priorities, and to determine the measures that would be used for this study and how data would be collected. It was determined that university students would be the target for this preliminary study, given the need to increase the numbers who complete university training. Currently, 8% of Aboriginal people hold university degrees, compared with 22% of the general Canadian population. 21 While Aboriginal enrolment is increasing, retention remains a concern. 22 Racial discrimination may be a social determinant that is particularly relevant for Aboriginal university students, given they often live in urban or periurban areas, as they work to complete their studies. A better understanding of the extent to which Aboriginal university students experience racism can help inform policies and programs aimed at strengthening student retention. Our study sought to examine the extent to which Aboriginal students experienced racism using a validated measure of discrimination and to triangulate this evidence with US data and qualitative findings; to determine if the extent to which students had not relinquished their Aboriginal Conclusions : Les résultats soulignent le besoin de politiques destinées à réduire le racisme à l'endroit des personnes autochtones dans les centres urbains, et le besoin de croissance des services afin d'aider les personnes autochtones à traverser ces expériences. Les résultats soulignent aussi le besoin d'autre recherches pour déterminer les conséquences pathogènes potentielles de la discrimination raciale pour les personnes autochtones du Canada. culture partially explained racism frequency; and, to examine student reactions to the discrimination they were experiencing using qualitative data.
Methods

Data Collection
An in-person survey was administered to a volunteer sample of university students who self-identified as Aboriginal, First Nation, Métis, or Inuit and lived within Edmonton. The urban Aboriginal Advisory Committee organized for this study recommended participants be given the option to self-identify as Inuit, Métis, First Nation, or Aboriginal, as some people living in cities who are First Nations but are not affiliated with a specific First Nations community or do not have Registered Indian Status may prefer to selfidentify as Aboriginal. Data were collected over a 6-month period in 2008-2009. Participants were recruited using campus posters and advertisements in student e-newsletters. Written consent was obtained from all participants. Our study was approved by the Human Research Ethics Board at the University of Alberta. Participants (n = 60) completed measures by hand in a private office on campus and were given an honorarium of $50 for their time.
Findings from a US sample were included to provide context for the present results. A cohort of US adults, aged 25 to 64 years, recruited for the United for Health study 23 were selected, given this sample served as the validation cohort for the measure of racial discrimination we used. The United for Health sample was also selected as a comparator, given it predominantly consisted of lower-income Americans, with 40% of participants living below the US poverty line. 23 Currently, more than one-half of the Aboriginal population in Canada lives in poverty. 24 Previous research [25] [26] [27] indicates it can be difficult to gain an accurate assessment of income, and thus control for this variable in studies with Aboriginal people in Canada. Thus selecting a US sample that was comparable on income was an important consideration to minimize the possibility that differences between the US and Canadian sample were due to discrimination based on class. Finally, the United for Health sample was selected as a comparator as it is a rigorously collected sample that is frequently used for the scientific study of the distribution, determinants, and outcomes of racial discrimination in the United States. The United for Health study was designed to examine the health impacts of physical and social risk factors for adults employed in various manufacturing and retail sites in Boston, Massachusetts, and surrounding areas in 2003-2004. Detailed data collection protocols are available elsewhere. 23, 28 In brief, data were collected via inperson interviews in private rooms at individual worksites. Participants included in the study by Krieger et al 23 had to self-identify as Latino or African American and born in the United States, with at least 1 parent born in the United States. These criteria were employed to distinguish between African Americans and those who immigrated from, or were first-generation immigrants, from diverse Caribbean or African nations, as research has shown that perceptions, experiences, and responses to racial discrimination in the United States differ across these groups. 29, 30 
Measures
Racial Discrimination
The Experiences of Discrimination (EOD) instrument measured self-reported discrimination owing to race across 9 situations. 23 The situation score counts the number of situations in which racism was experienced. High discrimination is defined by scores of 3 to 9, and moderate discrimination by scores of 1 to 2. 23, 28 The frequency score assigns values of 0, 1, 2.5, and 5 to responses of never, once, 2 to 3 times, and 4 or more times for each situation, respectively. 28 In our study, the internal consistency of each subscale was good (Cronbach α = 0.82 for each). The Aboriginal Advisory Committee assembled for this project reviewed the measure and deemed the wording of the items culturally appropriate. Based on feedback from the first 5
participants, 9 open-ended questions (1 for each situation) were included in the survey package to allow students to share their experiences. For example, students were asked, "Is there anything you would like to share about discrimination experienced at school?"
Covariates
In our Canadian study, sex and age were measured, as well as educational status (undergraduate or graduate student), marital status, household income, and Aboriginal group. Students were also asked if they considered themselves traditional or cultural Aboriginal people on a 5-point scale from not at all to very much.
Data Analysis
Descriptive analyses were used to examine demographic characteristics and the extent to which students experienced discrimination using SPSS, version 19 (SSPS Inc, Chicago, IL). To put findings in context, permission to use data on corresponding variables from the US United for Health sample 23 was obtained. Linear regression models examined if the extent to which Aboriginal students in Canada considered themselves cultural or traditional people partially explained racism frequency. A content analysis was used to identify qualitative themes. 31 To account for data in a meaningful yet manageable way, the number of situations was restricted to the 4 commented on most frequently. To ensure statements could not be linked back to the data participants were assigned identifiers based on the order they were cited in the text, for example, Participant 1 (P1).
Results
Sample Description
Most students were undergraduates who self-identified as First Nations or Aboriginal ( Table 1 ). The mean age was 27.5 years (SD 9.0, range 18 to 49 years). More than onethird lived in poverty, with annual household incomes below $20 000.
Experiences of Racial Discrimination
Overall, 80% of students had experienced racial discrimination in their lives. Two-thirds had experienced high levels of racism (3 or more situations). In comparison, about one-third of African Americans and one-quarter of Latino Americans have experienced racism across 3 or more situations in their lifetime ( Table 2 ). 23 Aboriginal university students also experienced racism 2 to 3 times more frequently across life situations than African and Latino Americans in the United States. 23 Students who considered themselves traditional or cultural Aboriginal persons were significantly more likely to experience racial discrimination. As shown in Table 3 , the extent to which students participating in their culture explained 15% of the variance in racism frequency. Students experienced the most frequent racism at school, followed by public places. A commonly expressed theme in the school setting was the pressure to assimilate that participants experienced as children in elementary and junior high school ( I looked Aboriginal growing up as a kid in the city and I was picked on and beat up all through junior high. One on one wasn't so bad but then it started to be groups of kids beating me up and the groups started getting bigger. I couldn't defend myself anymore . . . I dyed my hair lighter and changed my clothes. It bugs me, but it's necessary to survive and thrive. For an Aboriginal kid growing up in the city it's so hard. There are these massive steps you have to climb. Why take the big steps when you can take the little ones and conform to what this society-white society wants. It's easier to become 'white-washed' then to keep on trying to look and act stereotypically Indian. (P2) Students described less assimilative pressure in university. Many commented on the efforts the university made to respect their traditions and the importance of the Aboriginal student centre on campus. Discrimination at university often involved assumptions other students made about their academic legitimacy and exposure to racial slurs about their ethnic group:
Elementary I got into fights about "Indianness." Secondary was name calling and racial slurs. University is 'invisible' racial discrimination to outright racial slurs. (P3) Generally, in casual conversation when I tell people I am Métis they assume I am here on funding/ scholarships/reserved seating and that I do not work to pay for school or work hard for my grades or to get admission-not true at all! (P4) Some of the most intense and frequent discrimination took place in public spaces. Students noted differences in the racism Aboriginal males and females experienced in public and this was reflected in the experiences they shared. Female students often reported shame-based experiences in public, such as being perceived as prostitutes or on social assistance: I took my daughter to the movie during the day and she was behaving herself but once she started getting out of hand we left with her. A man came up to us and said we were disrespectful and then said "was it welfare day?" for our reason for going to the movie. (P6) In contrast, male university students described experiences in public that were threatening and at times violent: Before I couldn't even walk down the street without someone yelling "go back to where you come from [expletive] Indian" or being stared down by cops. It is unsafe for us sometimes. (P7) I was called a savage and attacked by a group of guys. (P8) The majority of students (60%) also experienced discrimination when attempting to access goods and services. Students described difficulties getting service at restaurants, being followed by in-store detectives, and the demeaning behaviour directed at them by store and medical personnel:
[At an optometrist's office] "Oh we don't cover Indians here. Do you have insurance? Can you pay? Can we refer you to someone else? These are what Indian Affairs covers"-assuming that I can't afford glasses off the shelf. (P9) It is really unfair to discriminate against someone who is sick-assuming someone is drunk/drugged just because it says Aboriginal on their file. (P10) More than one-quarter of the sample had also experienced discrimination related to housing. Students described making appointments to see apartments and being told none were available when they provided an Aboriginal surname or arrived to see the unit. Others described the discriminatory remarks building managers made to them, and how they assisted one another with these problems:
When I was looking for a place to rent I was asked if "I drank" because the lady said "you people are known to do that" so I just walked away and didn't say anything to her. 
Reactions to Discrimination
Students described numerous visceral psychological reactions to the racism they were experiencing, including shock and frustration. The most common reactions were feelings of helplessness and hopelessness:
Being a minority is like being in a cage with no help. Sometimes it's better to accept than to fight. (P10) It sucks, really sucks . . . but because it always happened since childhood, you numb out. (P7)
We are all not drunks and addicts and gamblers and we don't go through life on welfare and educationless. We are people. I sometimes feel so stereotyped by this. (P13) Students commented that they often suffered in silence and that the unpredictable and uncontrollable nature of these experiences made it difficult to concentrate and want to succeed. A second theme was the difficulties students had combining their mainstream and cultural identities, given the discrimination they were experiencing, and to feel at home in the city:
There is still a lot of racism and apathy in Alberta, Canada. Negative treatment from white society happens almost daily on some level. It reminds me that I am an Aboriginal and not a white Canadian. I often feel like I walk 'two paths'; the Native waymy culture vs. Canadian way-dominant culture. (P10) Being Aboriginal in Canada is hard-originals but foreigners, second class citizens to white Canadians. I am part of Canadian culture but when I go back home [to my First Nation] I am a somewhat different person-there is freedom at home to just be myself, and not try to fit into the "good Indian" that is not like "those Indians." (P14)
Discussion
Our study used a validated empirical measure to examine the extent to which urban Aboriginal people in Canada experience race-based discrimination. The frequency of racism experienced by Aboriginal students was 2-to 3-times higher than a reference sample of African and Latino Americans in the United States. 23 The extent to which Aboriginal students had not relinquished their traditional culture was associated with more frequent racism. In 2009, Paradies and Cunningham 11 reported that Indigenous Australians who identified with a clan, tribal, or language group; recognized a traditional territory; or who once attended a residential school also experienced more frequent racism.
Racial discrimination has been consistently and prospectively associated with psychological distress and depressive symptoms in the literature. 1, 5, 6, 7, 9, [32] [33] [34] Consistent with this research, qualitative findings from our study suggest the frequency and unpredictability of racist experiences had adverse psychological impacts on Aboriginal students. Participant reactions to discrimination were symptomatic of what has been termed racial battle fatigue among African-American college students in the United States. 33 Racial battle fatigue describes the depletion of mental and physical resources caused by stress response systems that are constantly switched on as minorities strive to cope with ongoing discrimination. 34 The primary psychological symptoms of racial battle fatigue are constant anxiety and worrying, hypervigilance, intrusive thoughts and images, and difficulty thinking coherently. 9, 34 A growing number of researchers now attribute the health disparities experienced by African Americans and Indigenous Australians to chronic stressors, most prominently the experience of racial discrimination. 1, [5] [6] [7] [8] [11] [12] [13] This risk factor may contribute to our understanding of the large and persistent health disparities observed among Aboriginal people in Canada and deserves more serious treatment in the scientific literature. Further research is also needed to determine whether racial discrimination may be contributing to high university attrition among Aboriginal students in Canada.
The idea that discrimination may affect health and psychological well-being is not new. It has long been acknowledged that living within a social context that denies people a sense of dignity increases feelings of insecurity about personal worth and competence, and carries connotations of inferiority, in which few people can feel respected, valued, and confident, and results in adverse psychological states that, in turn, have lasting deleterious impacts on health. 35 Reitz and Banerjee 36 have suggested that pride in Canadian multiculturalism has led to a reluctance to examine whether minority groups, including Aboriginal people, experience discrimination in Canada. As a result, the suffering of Aboriginal people has, and continues to be, visible on a national stage, but an important and underlying reason for this suffering remains hidden to the national collective consciousness. 36 Accepting the reality that some Aboriginal people may experience high levels of discrimination in Canada opens the door to positive action to tackle this problem. 37, 38 Research has also documented that cultural identification may have protective effects on the mental health and wellbeing of Aboriginal people; however, these results have proved inconsistent across studies. [39] [40] [41] It may be that this inconsistency is due to a lack of statistical control for racial discrimination in models examining the protective effects of cultural identity on mental health. Future research in the area of Aboriginal cultural identification and mental health should consider collecting data on racial discrimination and testing it as a potential confounder of this relation.
Strengths of our study include guidance by an Aboriginal advisory committee, use of a validated measure of racism, and the inclusion of open-ended questions to examine Qualitative information about discriminatory experiences in public (n = 14)
Theme A: Females-shame-based racial discrimination how students were reacting to discrimination. Limitations include use of a cross-sectional design and a small volunteer sample. While the Canadian sample was made up of more women than men, this may not be a limitation as Aboriginal women are more likely to pursue university training than their male counterparts in Canada. 42 The US reference sample was older than the Canadian sample, which may bias US findings toward higher mean levels of discrimination, given a lifetime measure of racism was used. The US sample was also somewhat less-educated than the Canadian sample. US African Americans with more education report more discrimination than their less educated peers. 23 The extent to which this may also be true for Aboriginal people in Canada and the extent to which educated minorities may actually experience more frequent racism than their lesseducated peers remains unknown.
Conclusions
Aboriginal students in our study experienced more frequent racism across a greater number of life situations than a reference sample of African-and Latino-American adults in the United States. Findings suggest students who practiced their culture faced opposition from mainstream society through more frequent experiences of racism. The frequency and unpredictability of racist experiences were extremely stressful for Aboriginal students; further research is needed to determine the potential pathogenic consequences of these experiences.
